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Conflict or Cooperation-
SOLVING CONSERVATION PROBLEMS 
By 
PAUL B. SEARS 
Yale Conservation Program 
IT WILL be recalled that, in algebra, subtraction is 
merely a special aspect of addition, that multiplica-
tion cannot be considered apart from division, and 
that multiplication itself is merely a rapid kind of ad-
dition. In other words, all of these operations are 
phases of a larger field-the relationships of numbers. 
Granted that most conservation problems, allowing 
for their purely technical features, can be thrown 
into terms of conflicts of interest, no adequate treat-
ment of conflict is possible without an understanding 
of cooperation. Both are phases of the larger field of 
human relationships. This, it need scarcely be stressed, 
is the most difficult field that science has attempted to 
penetrate. Indeed there are those who maintain that 
this is scarcely the business of science, or at least 
not within its power. (See American Scholar Forum, 
Amer. Schol. 21: 208-225, 1952) 
Certainly most of our endeavors to deal with human 
relationships are still in the intuitive, empirical, trial-
and-error stage. Perhaps the best science can do for a 
long time is to observe and assess the value of these 
empirical methods, for certainly some groups and indi-
viduals have shown themselves far more skilled and 
successful at resolving conflicts than have others. His-
tory records social groups of whom it can be honestly 
said, "They cannot get along with other groups, and if 
left alone, cannot get along with themselves." In con-
trast to such groups, whether they be local, tribal, or 
national, we have examples such as the Swiss, Dutch, 
and ancient Peruvians, which exhibit a high degree of 
internal harmony. 
My own assumption is that science can very prop-
erly examine and compare such phenomena. I make 
the further assumption that the science basic to con-
servation, comparable with physics in engineering, 
and biology in medicine and agriculture, is ecology. 
For ecology is primarily a study of the process of in-
terrelationships involving life. Conservation is the ef-
fort to establish. an effective and durable relationship 
between human communities and the resources which 
must sustain them. 
Assuredly the science whose business it is to study 
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such phenomena is ecology. But ecology is new and 
exceedingly complex. Perhaps more than most disci-
plines it must depend upon other sciences, physical, 
biological, and social, for methods and data. As yet it 
lacks the support, both intellectual and financial, com-
mensurate with its importance and possibilities. Its 
function, however, seems reasonably clear. It must, 
like some of the powerful techniques of higher mathe-
matics, identify and deal with complexes, even though 
the detailed resolution of those complexes into their 
factors may not be possible at the time. Perhaps a 
clearer illustration can be drawn by comparing it with 
organic chemistry which has proceeded to develop 
a systematic and useful body of knowledge at a time 
when the dynamics of organic reactions could not be 
understood with the same precision as those of inor-
ganic chemistry. 
Group Clas.sification Important 
In dealing with conflicts and their resolution, which 
are so important in conservation, ecology must lean 
heavily on those sciences which clarify group be-
haviour, in particular upon cultural anthropology. 
Now cultural anthropology (or normal sociology as 
distinct from social pathology) has proceeded upon 
the assumption that each group tends to develop an 
inner consistency, logic, equilibrium, or order. This 
order makes sense to the members of the group and 
provides the values which govern their behaviour. 
Actually this is the same situation which the plant 
and animal ecologist finds in his natural communities. 
Hereby the process of succession, with each successful 
organism developing a niche and a role in relation to 
the environment, a pattern of consistency, equilibrium, 
and order arises. By virtue of this pattern something 
approximating the "steady state" of the physical scien-
tist is achieved. Work is done and the system main-
tained from the energy and materials at hand. Other-
wise the community disintegrates. 
On this basis we can begin to define conservation. 
Where the values and resulting conduct of the human 
group conforms to the dynamics of the larger "nat-
ural" community of which it is part, we have good 
conservation. Where it does violence to these princi-
ples of equilibrium, it destroys the physical basis of its 
own survival. This obviously is not conservation. A 
study of groups which have practiced relatively good 
conservation-say the lgorotes or the Swedes-reveals 
the existence of a discipline (intuitive in one instance, 
highly rational and scientific in the other) which in-
sists upon a stable relation to environment. Customs 
and laws are shaped in harmony with this discipline. 
Civilization Is New 
By contrast, our own civilization is new, varied in 
its origins, still immensely rich, and spread over a vast 
area. Ecologically speaking, it is in a very early stage 
of succession, with individuals and groups still strug-
gling for niches, still unclear as to their roles in rela-
tion to the whole. Being a technological nation, we 
have accepted without much question those physical 
principles which apply in, say, industrial design. An 
airplane which violates those principles falls to the 
ground and that is the end of it. We do not temporize. 
But the operation of precisely the same principles 
(law of gravity in relation to erosion and the water 
cycle, dynamic equilibrium in relation to crop rota-
tion or wildlife management, etc.) upon the landscape 
is more deliberate, its effects more diffuse. We can 
and do gamble, like the man who takes needless 
chances in traffic and endangers both himself and 
others. 
Of course we have outlaws, individual and organ-
ized. But the problem they offer is relatively simple. 
Our chief trouble comes from those who do not fully 
understand the rules of the game, because these rules 
are the laws of nature and not yet a part of our written 
law, or recognized by our customs. In nature, no indi-
vidual can continue to flourish indefinitely at the ex-
pense of the rest of the community. It must, in some 
way, perform a function that justifies its existence, 
or vanish from the picture. 
We are all aware of the current political conflict 
between big business and big government. While we 
are all more or less involved in both, there is a sense 
in which the bulk of us are not identified with either 
extreme. In that sense, we hold the balance of power. 
On the whole both business and government have 
served us well, and the best exemplars of both are in-
terested in the same long-range objective-survival 
through a stable and permanent economy. This is also 
the idea of conservation. 
So far, so good. The trouble is not with the aim, but 
rather with an absence of principles, or confusion of 
principles, by which this aim is to be achieved. There 
is, for example, much talk of an "expanding economy" 
when we are actually faced with an expanding popu-
lation in a finite environment. To point out that we are 
able, by the clever application of science, to stretch 
the resources of the environment and to find new ones, 
does not alter the fact that the environment is finite-
as to solar energy and critical inorganic materials, to 
take but two factors. It is also finite as to space, and 
space for living is certainly important. To speak, then, 
of an "expanding economy" without qualifying the 
term, is just as ill-advised as to think of machine 
design in terms of perpetual motion, and far from 
dangerous. 
I have said that the average citizen, as a group, 
holds the balance of power. But it is his only if he 
deserves and exercises it. And his best chance for 
leverage is at the local level-in the community where 
he lives. It is here, too that the problems in resources 
are most immediate and tangible. In the long run, his 
decisions will be based upon what he considers to be 
b·ue and important. If we can somehow fit him to 
view his problems in the perspective of ecological pro-
cess, we will have gone far towards reducing the areas 
of conflict and uncertainty to a minimum. 
See also: Sears, P. B. Conflicts of interest in conserva-
tion. Yale Conservation Studies, 1: 81-84, 
1952. 
Integration at the community level. Amer. 
Scientist 37: 235-242, 1949. 
Ecology: Life and Environment. Medical 
Physics, Vol. II: 300-303, 1950. 
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